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Abstract

This study compares 11 to 18 examinations and the changes they have undergone in 
Thailand, England, and Japan. Using socio-cultural network analysis supported by the 
interpretive understanding of local newspaper articles and interview transcripts, this 
study will reveal a process that has not been detected by previous single-case studies. 
First, there are three compounds across time periods and countries. Second, the analy-
ses of local newspapers show that there is a tendency toward interconnection among 
the three compounds. Third, the analyses of interview transcripts that are selected as 
interconnected show that this type can be found in various kinds of people, especially 
among education administrators and business persons. These results enable us to pre-
dict the future of examinations in these areas.
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Sociological study of examinations began in the period of the founding of the 
discipline of sociology, with Max Weber calling such examinations a proof of 
education (Bildung). In the case of ancient China, examinations were primarily 
focused on examining cultural values (Kulturexamen) following general school-
ing (Weber 1956:618), while in modern Europe, they were focused on examin-
ing professional values ( fachmäßige Examenswesen) following  professional 
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schooling (Fachschulung; Weber 1956:585). The latter is one of the key features 
of Weber’s theory of bureaucracy (Weber 1956:585). Durkheim gave a detailed 
description of examinations in Jesuit schools that encouraged incessant com-
petition, and stated that examinations were the results of individuals’ aware-
ness of themselves in the era of Renaissance (Durkheim 1938:298–301).

Bourdieu and Passeron (1970:145) treated examination as a mechanism 
of exclusion and selection in the system of “reproduction.” Foucault located 
it at the center of procedures of discipline that subjugate individuals as 
an effect and object of power, or of knowledge (Foucault 1975:217–225). 
Luhmann regarded it as a medium of selection that functions in a social 
system and operates at the side of education (Luhmann 1987:190; Luhmann  
et al. 2002:60–72).

These studies on examinations by famous sociologists have influenced a 
long tradition of research on examinations in Japan. Because Japan has expe-
rienced severe competition in entrance examinations for 11 to 18 year old teens 
(secondary school entrance examinations, senior high-school examinations, 
university entrance examinations, and professional higher-education entrance 
examinations), we call the tests for these levels as “11 to 18 examinations.”

Intensive studies on examinations in Japan began as a positive and realistic 
reaction to the idealistic education theories that followed World War II and led 
education reforms along the lines of those advocated by progressive educators 
such as John Dewey. Yoshihiro Shimizu, a pioneering educational sociologist 
in Japan, introduced the T.W. Schultz’s manpower theory to Japan and wrote a 
book titled “Shiken (Examinations)” (Shimizu 1957). He noted that

From the viewpoint of society, the purpose of selection system is to dis-
tribute people with actual power to the appropriate positions, regardless 
of credentials and academic factions (Shimizu 1957:159).

Amano, one of his successors, published a book titled “Shiken no Shakaishi 
(Social History of Examinations)” (Amano 1983), which focused on examina-
tions in modern Japan. Though the primary method of this study is to analyze 
history on the basis of primary data, its theoretical underpinnings follow that 
of Weber. Weber’s thesis on examinations and Shimizu’s positivistic view were 
carefully mingled in Amano’s definition of examination as an “objective mea-
surement of ‘ability’” (Amano 1983:ii). He wrote

Examinations are, in short, a method of measurement of ability of each 
person. The reason why these are used widely and have become an 
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important institution of industrial society is because they can be utilized 
in various ways (Amano 1983:ii).1

Onaka’s (1989) article, “Comparative Sociology of Examination: Examination 
as a Ritual,” based on the theories of Max Weber, Michel Foucault, Karl Polanyi, 
Pierre Clastres, and Arnold van Gennep, provided various examples of exami-
nations, from Keju in Ancient China to the SAT (Scholastic Aptitude Test) in 
the contemporary American education. One of main arguments of this article 
is that Amano’s definition of examination is too objectivist and that the con-
structivist standpoint, such as Foucault’s, will reveal different views (such as 
the “ritual” aspect) of examinations. Along this constructivist line, Nakamura 
(2009), using the concept of Anthony Giddens (1991) proposed that the intro-
duction of examinations has been a result of “reflexive modernization.”

These researches on examinations are pivotal to this article, as well as ideas 
from the tradition of comparative sociology; the title “comparative sociology” 
derives from the founders of sociology (e.g., Émile Durkheim, Max Weber) and 
has developed into a research committee of the International Sociological 
Association since 1986. The idea of comparative sociology includes ideas from 
Japanese sociologists, Joji Watanuki and Masamichi Sasaki, who have pub-
lished a number of articles and books in English on comparative sociology of 
politics, votes, democracy, religion, personality, trust, and more (e.g., Watanuki 
et al. 1986; Sasaki 2002).

Apart from this stream in the ISA, Munesuke Mita ([1980]2003) published a 
book in Japanese titled “Comparative Sociology of Time”, which encompasses 
various disciplines such as sociology, psychology, anthropology, ethnology, 
history, literature, and philosophy. The work of Onaka (1989) was also written 
under the influence of Mita’s work.

The controversy between Amano (1983) and Onaka (1989) has produced two 
problems that had to be resolved when pursuing my own line of inquiry.

First, because Amano (1983) provided positivistic and realistic criticisms on 
progressive views on education, Onaka’s (1989) argument had an unintentionally 
allied with progressive views, though this constructivist work was highly critical 
of naive progressivism. This forced me to reconsider the problem of ideals.

Second, “Social History of Examinations” (Amano 1983) was a historical 
work of high quality based on precious primary data, while Onaka’s (1989) criti-
cism was based only on philosophical considerations and historical cases from 
secondary sources, this forced me to reconsider the problem of methodology.

From my viewpoint, these two problems are interconnected to the con-
tradictions in comparative sociology, which appear at the international level. 

1    This sentence cannot be found in the English translation of this book (Amano 1990).
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The first derives from the fact that both sides are influenced by two streams 
of philosophy in sociology: objectivism and subjectivism. The second prob-
lem derives from the confrontation between historical comparisons, such as 
Barrington Moore, Reinhard Bendix, and Theda Skocpol, and philosophical 
comparisons such as Michel Foucault or Jacques Derrida. These contradictions 
are significant when developing ideas in comparative sociology.

After the 1990s, when severe competition in university entrance examina-
tion by second-generation baby boomers was prevalent, some researchers 
began to insist that the era of examination was ending.

 Argument

However, the need for this paper arises from the fact that examinations still 
prevail today, even if they go by different names. Though university entrance 
examination competition in Japan has lightened, systems of standardized tests 
have become pervasive in schools in various countries, the results of Program 
for International Student Assessment (PISA) tests have deeply affected edu-
cational policies all over the world, and universities and schools have become 
continuously subject to external evaluations.

To further the research on examinations, we have to answer the following 
difficult questions raised due to above two contradictions. First, if the perspec-
tive on examinations of a prominent educational sociologist is called into 
question, what should be done about exams? Do we have to go back to John 
Dewey? If we resort to Foucault, what should we do about examinations?

Second, the rationale behind the criticisms has been primarily theoretical 
and not satisfactory from the viewpoint of empirical study. After these disputes, 
some researchers began to advocate for “historical sociology” rather than “com-
parative sociology,” criticizing the latter as lacking concrete historical evidence.

These two requirements are contradictory. The first is philosophical and 
theory-oriented and the second is empirical and data-oriented. However, if we 
use a method that applies philosophical considerations to empirical data.

 Method

This study is based on the joint research by Shinichi Aizawa, Kiyotake Okawa, 
Yoshihiko Shiratori, and the author. To solve the problems outlined above, this 
research used newspaper articles and interview transcripts as primary data, 
incorporated the problem of meanings and values and treated all examina-
tions taken from 11 to 18 years old.
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To incorporate meaning and values, I employed the socio-cultural network 
analysis with interpretive understanding to analyze local daily newspapers and 
transcripts of interviews with key people involved in examinations in several 
countries. This socio-cultural network analysis was originally proposed in the 
comparative study of three Thai villages on the basis of Clifford Geertz and Max 
Weber’s works (Onaka 2002; 2007; 2010) and was modified to analyze news-
paper articles (Onaka 2009). Examinations taken from 11 to 18 years old were 
analyzed, because present policies’ testing “abilities” are the basis not only for 
university entrance examinations but also for all the examinations and tests 
throughout a student’s career in schools. Thus, the focus of this research is the 
“11 to 18 examinations”.

“Socio-cultural network analysis” (Onaka 2010, 2013b) treats not only “cul-
tural elements,” including meanings and values, but also “social actors,” which 
cover the first requirements for this study because socio-cultural network 
analysis includes both objective and subjective phases of constructivist views 
in sociology. It incorporates the viewpoint of process (Onaka 2013a), which 
can be linked to Simmel, Weber, and Elias (Onaka 2013b), because a network 
matrix can presume the structure of process. An analysis of socio-cultural net-
work implies an analysis of the process of reflection because all the “cultural 
elements” derive from previous conditions of both “cultural elements” and 
“social actors.”

Next, local daily newspapers contain abundant information and articles 
on 11 to 18 examinations that reveal the various meanings or values of these 
tests. Interview research was conducted to obtain the data on present condi-
tions and more direct information on these examinations. The target coun-
tries selected-the United Kingdom, Japan, France and Thailand-are mid-sized 
and have collectable local daily newspapers. This intensive collection of data 
derives from the second requirement. These two types of data were analyzed 
both quantitatively and qualitatively through socio-cultural network analysis 
with interpretive understanding.

For this part of the research project, I used data only from three coun-
tries: Thailand, England,2 and Japan. The population of Thailand, England 
and Japan in 2011 are 66,576,332 (19th among 215 countries), 53,012,456 (24th 
among 215 countries), and 127,817,277 (10th among 215 countries), respectively.3 

2    In this paper, I focus only on England, not the entire United Kingdom. Because the education 
systems including examinations and their socio-cultural backgrounds have considerably 
been different between England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland.

3    University of Portsmouth and others. 2009. A Vision of Britain Through Time, Administrative 
Unit: England, (http://www.visionofbritain.org.uk/unit/10061325/cube/TOT_POP [Retrieved 
22 Aug. 2014]), Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the 
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They are relatively large but not huge countries. All these countries have a 
constitutional monarchy, parliamentary cabinet system, democracy and they 
have employed a capitalist economic system for a long time. These similarities 
ensure at least a part of comparability.

The populations of these countries are slowly increasing at similar rates.
As shown in Figure 2, the secondary education enrolment ratio was differ-

ent between England/Japan and Thailand before the 1980s because more than 
70 percent were enrolled in England and Japan but less than 30 percent were 
enrolled in Thailand. In the process of analysis, we had to consider this differ-
ence. However, these differences have gradually diminished. At present, those 
three countries have similar ratios.

United Nations Secretariat. 2014. World Population Prospects: The 2010 Revision. (http://esa.
un.org/wpp/Documentation/WPP%202010%20publications.htm [Retrieved 22 Aug. 2014]).
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FIGURE 1 Population trend of three countries since 1951.
(Sources: Statistics Bureau, Ministry of International Affairs. 2012. Historical 
Statistics of Japan, Chapter 2 Population and Households (http://www.stat.go.jp/
english/data/chouki/02.htm [Retrieved 22 Aug. 2014]) University of Portsmouth and 
others. 2009. A Vision of Britain Through Time, Administrative Unit: England. 
(http://www.visionofbritain.org.uk/unit/10061325/cube/TOT_POP [Retrieved 
22 Aug. 2014]), Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat. 2014. World Population Prospects: The 
2010 Revision. (http://esa.un.org/wpp/Documentation/WPP%202010%20
publications.htm [Retrieved 22 Aug. 2014]))
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FIGURE 2 Secondary education enrolment trend since 1971.
(Sources: UNESCO Institutes for Statistics. 2014. Education: Gross enrolment 
ratio by level of education (http://data.uis.unesco.org/?queryid=142 [Retrieved 
22 Aug. 2014]))
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FIGURE 3 Tertiary education enrolment trend since 1971.
(Sources: UNESCO Institutes for Statistics. 2014. Education: Gross enrolment 
ratio by level of education (http://data.uis.unesco.org/?queryid=142 [Retrieved 
22 Aug. 2014]))
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Tertiary education does not have so many differences. In 1970s, all three coun-
tries were in the stage of elitist higher education; in 1980s, they gradually 
entered the stage of mass higher education and at least by the last half of the 
first decade of the 2000s, all of them had entered the stage of universal higher 
education according to Trow’s definition (Trow 1976:63–64).

 Data

For Thailand, I used the data from The Siamrath, a daily and the oldest among 
newspapers which are published now in Thailand, first published in 1950. I col-
lected articles from 1953, 1962, 1971, 1980, 1989, and 1998 on microfilm; how-
ever, I used articles only from 1962, 1971, 1980, 1989, and 1998. I also interviewed 
statesmen, businesspeople, education administrators, former education 
administrators, researchers, teachers, and students in three cities: Bangkok, 
City A in Northern Thailand, and City B in Northeast Thailand.

For England, I used The Times as a local daily news paper. It is said to be the 
oldest newspaper in the world, starting in 1785. I collected articles from 1926, 
1935, 1944, 1953, 1962, 1971, and 1980 through microfilms and online databases, of 
which I use articles from 1962, 1971, 1980, 1989, and 1998. The researchers inter-
viewed politicians, businesspeople, education administrators, and researchers 
in London, City C in North East England, and City D in the East of England.

For Japan I used The Asahi Shimbun, a local daily newspaper and one of the 
oldest in Japan first published in 1879. I have collected articles from 1927, 1935, 
1944, 1953, 1962, 1971, 1980, 1989, and 1998 mainly by reduced-size editions from 
which I use articles from 1962, 1971, 1980, 1989, and 1998. The researchers inter-
viewed statesmen, businesspeople, education administrators in Tokyo.

The Siamrath, The Times, and The Asahi Shimbun have different character-
istics (e.g., they vary in political stance4 and circulation)5 and each has formi-
dable rivals; however, they are not so different in nature that they all target 
highly educated readers.

4    For example, The Siamrath was leftist and intellectual in its foundation. However, now, it is 
rather rightist and more popularized. The Times is highly intellectual and relatively conser-
vative. The Asahi was leftist in the beginning, rightist before and during the world wars, and 
leftist again after the wars.

5    The circulation of The Siamrath is claimed to be 900,000 copies in 2010, that of The Times is 
approximately 393,000 copies in 2014, That of The Asahi is around 7,612,000 copies (2013).
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The articles related to 11 to 18 examinations were typed electronically and 
arranged by sentences6 to be treated using socio-cultural network analysis. 
They were read carefully and repeatedly for interpretive understanding.

All the interviews were approved in writing. All but one were recorded elec-
tronically with permission7 and transcribed. If the conditions permitted, the 
transcripts were sent to interviewees for checking. In some cases, interviewees 
gave us the permission to quote them using their real name; however, all were 
quoted with pseudonyms. These transcripts were typed electronically and 
arranged by speeches8 to be treated according to socio-cultural network analy-
sis. In this analysis which is a combination of data mining, correspondence 
analysis, and network analysis (Onaka 2009; 2010; 2013a), 8 to 13 cultural ele-
ments emerged9 and were selected, and 8 to 13 social-actor elements emerged 
and were selected. This analysis emphasized both frequency of the elements 
in each case and commonness among cases. I drew a standardized network 
diagram (ensuring the network density to be about 0.3) for each year, each 
country, or each person on the basis of these results.

This type of analysis was different from “content analysis,” which is con-
ducted through the codification of message data (Krippendorf 1980). Socio-
cultural network analysis intends to investigate relations among elements 
directly from sentences and speeches (Onaka 2009). These data were also used 
for interpretive understanding.10 Both newspaper articles and speeches in the 
interviews had two levels: a “discourse” level and “action” level. Giddens and 
Sutton (2014) defined the term “discourse” as follows:

A way of talking and thinking about a subject that is united by common 
assumption and serves to shape people’s understanding of and actions 
towards that subject (Giddens et al. 2014:4).

According to this definition, communications such as newspaper or interviews 
have two aspects: “talking and thinking” and “actions.” Therefore, I distinguished 

6     The newspaper articles are arranged by sentences. The basic unit in this case seemed to 
be “sentence,” because the written articles tend to have intensity of meaning.

7     Only this one case was recorded by handwriting.
8     The interviews are arranged by speeches. The basic unit in this case seemed to be 

“speeches,” because the interviews tend to have rather diluted nature.
9     The elements were selected on the basis of the results of data mining of all the data 

sources, countries, and periods. However, it is not that all the elements appeared in each 
data sources, countries, and periods.

10    The term “interpretive understanding” derives from “deutende verstehen” of Max Weber 
(1956:1).
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two levels of interpretative understanding. The first level was “discourse” or “a 
way of talking and thinking,” which serves to shape people’s understanding and 
actions. The second level was “actions,” which are referred to in the “discourse” 
or “talking and thinking.” I considered both the discourse level and action level 
in the interpretive understanding of newspaper articles and interviews.

 Results

 General Findings
Remarkably, almost all the network diagrams, different data sources, differ-
ent countries, and different periods have common characteristics, though 
unclear in some cases. It is the fact that there are three groups of nodes. They 
are a group of nodes including “examination” and/or “test” (called “examina-
tion” compound hereafter), a group of nodes including “education” (called 
“education” compound hereafter), and a group of nodes including “study” or 
“learn”(called “study” compound hereafter). Of course, differences existed in 
inclusion of nodes in each group and in relations among the three compounds; 
however, these three compounds were observed in each network diagram.

These commonalities are interesting because I used entirely different data 
sources, countries, and periods in my analysis. First, I used oral interviews and 
newspaper articles. They are from various countries having a language that is 
different from each other. Finally, the data were derived from different peri-
ods, and some of the periods after regulations or systems of examination had 
drastically changed. Nevertheless, the tendency of network diagram remains 
almost the same.

From the methodological viewpoint, this common feature prepares a basis 
of thick comparisons (Onaka 2007; 2010), without which the comparison is 
impossible. I can describe differences and similarities, changes and stabil-
ity among different data sources, different localities, and different periods.

Importantly, “ability”-related elements such as ability, capability, poten-
tial, competency, effort, skill, aptitude, excellence, and employability tend to 
belong to the “study” compound, which is highly significant from the empirical 
viewpoint because it enables us to reconsider the nature of examination using 
these data sources.

 Analysis of Examination Related Articles
 The Siamrath Articles on Thailand
In Thailand, 11 to 18 examinations include Soplai (Graduation Exams for 
Elementary School), Sopkhao (Entrance Exams for various levels and types of 
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Secondary Schools), Entrans (Joint University Entrance Examinations), Quota 
(Special Admission by Regional Universities), Raptrong (Special Admission 
by Universities), ONET (Ordinary National Education Test), ANET (Advanced 
National Education Test), GAT (General Assessment Test), PAT (Professional 
Assessment Test), and NT (National Test).

Socio-cultural network analysis with interpretive understanding of The 
Siamrath and interviews reveal that 8–13 cultural elements (examination,11 
education,12 study,13 knowledge,14 society,15 work,16 ability,17 potential,18 
competency,19 effort,20 skill,21 aptitude,22 and excellence)23 emerged. As actor 
elements, 8–14 elements (government, university, school, teacher, newspaper, 
exam board, parents, cram school, pupils, civil service, military, lawyer, and 
medical) emerged.

(1) The Siamrath, 1962
In this year, an important problem was too few seats in universities for too 
many high school graduates. Thus, the university entrance examination was a 
big problem for the Ministry of Education.

Ministry of Education has revealed that the university entrance exam 
is a big problem. Because universities cannot intake all the graduates of 
secondary school and the number of failed students has been increasing 
annually (2 December 1962).

Several local universities such as Chiangmai University and Khonkaen 
University were opening around this year.

11    Sop, Entrans, Quota, Raptrong, ONET, ANET, GAT, PAT, NT, test, examination
12    Kan suksa
13    Kan rian
14    Khwam ru
15    Sangkhom
16    Tham ngan
17    Khwam samat
18    Sakkayaphap
19    Samatthana
20    Phayayam
21    Thaksa
22    Khwam thanat
23    Atchariyaphap
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FIGURE 4  Socio-cultural network diagram of examination related 
articles in The Siamrath 1962.

However, this problem will disappear. The era of closed door will end, 
because Chiangmai University is opening in a few years (2 December 
1962).

The joint university examination by several universities was proposed and 
agreed on.

National Education Council has made conclusions on the examinations 
for students who finished university preparatory course and apply for 
entering universities. Universities will hold a joint entrance examina-
tions at seven places (28 March 1962).

The result of socio-cultural network analysis of the Siamrath 1962 is shown in 
Figure 4.

(2) The Siamrath, 1971
Seven years of elementary school training are followed by five years of second-
ary school, after which students have to take preparation classes for one year 
before entering university. In this year, Bangkok became a focus of examination 
competition again. The most important problem was still an excessive influx of 
students into Bangkok.

The ministry of education proposed a new method to prevent too many 
rural students from coming to the capital city and spending money in 
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vain. That is to hold selection exam of each school of the Ministry of 
Education earlier (20 February 1971).

There was news of cheating in grade 11 exam.

It is like a seasonal event that fake exam question sheets are sold and 
bought in the season when grade 11 exam is approaching (17 February 1971).

In addition, Ramkhamhaeng University, the first national open university, was 
already inaugurated in this year, however, the campus construction was not 
completed (November 27, 1971).

(3) The Siamrath, 1980
In this year there was an article on students who failed to enter university 
because of the divides between Bangkok and other regions, and between 
national and private universities.

Ministry of University Affairs estimated students who failed to enter uni-
versity to be 50,000 in 100,000 applicants (14 March 1980).

Local universities began quota exams in this year.

Ministry of University Affairs will hold exam in four places: Bangkok, 
Chiangmai University, Khonkaen University, Songkhlanakarin University 
(14 March 1980).

Efforts were made to reform entrance examinations by the Ministry of 
Education and the Ministry of University Affairs.

Ministry of University Affairs is looking for a new method of exam for the 
first year student of the new curriculum. Wichit Srisa-an Vice-minister of 
Ministry of University Affairs will continue its present method of exam 
and reform its contents according to the new curriculum. . . . Mr. Wichit 
states that the objective of new exam is to make university students 
obtain the basis of knowledge by assuring quality of education and to 
guarantee justice and equality (29 August 1980).

The idea of quality assurance can be seen here, which has huge importance 
these days. Problems were persistent in Ramkhamhaeng University and 
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Sukhothai Tammathirat University, which was a newly established national 
open university and had a large number of admissions (27 December 1980).

(4) The Siamrath, 1989
In this year, there was a problem in the admission to secondary schools.

Vice-minister of Education pointed out that it is possible to eliminate 
cheating in competitive examinations but that the problem is that 
schools and parents tolerate the cheating (11 March 1980).

There were disputes over certificate examinations for Matthayom 6 because 
some students use these exams to enter universities early.

Recent grade 11 students of Triam-udom school like to enter university 
earlier by taking certification exam of Non-formal education. In 1987, 
445 Triam-udom school students entered Faculty of Medicine, Faculty of 
Engineering (2 May 1989).

There was a problem in Sukhothai Thammathirat University again.

It was disclosed that Sukhothai Thammathirat University admitted 
credits by amending marks of students who did not reach the pass line 
(3 August 1989).

(5) The Siamrath, 1998
In this year, the new test for evaluating quality of education was proposed, 
which was to be held at the grade level of Matthayom 3 (grade 9) and 
Matthayom 6 (grade 12). Some students were selected by random sampling to 
sit for this test.

Agency for Science scheduled evaluation and its tools by passing line with 
university students and examiner teachers for guaranteeing quality standard. 
It is evaluation by individuals, by courses, and by stages. In this quality evalua-
tion, 15% of Matthayom 3 grade (grade 9), 50% of Matthayom 6 grade (grade 12) 
were selected as a sample, from all country, all prefectures, all school districts. 
It is to test by marks of five subjects: Thai, English, Social Studies, Mathematics, 
Science (12 January 1998).

The new scheme for selecting entrants to secondary schools involved a 
question bank.
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Sanggob Laksana, the Chair for Examination Question Making and 
Question Bank reported that the center for examination question making 
has proceeded and that the making of question syllabi and special forms 
has proceeded without problem from the viewpoint of guaranteeing 
standards and quality of education (24 February 1998).

The new admission examination had been proposed. The newspaper said:

Pradit Momsi, the head of central examination executing office of 
Ministry of University Affairs reported on the new entrance examina-
tion that it will add 10 % of marks in high school to the results of sub-
ject examination. This 10 % is comprised of 5% from GPA and 5% from 
Percentile Rank. It will begin in next October (23 May 1998).

There were several cheating cases in this year as before. For example

Cheating in Entrans exam was seized. The same name strangely appeared 
in two different examination halls (4 April 1998).

The result of socio-cultural network analysis of the Siamrath 1998 is shown in 
Figure 5.

FIGURE 5  Socio-cultural network diagram of examination related articles in 
The Siamrath 1998.
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(6) Summary of the Analysis of The Siamrath
In most of the diagrams, I can point out three compounds (examination, edu-
cation, and study compounds), though some (1971, 1980) lack the study com-
pound. The knowledge compound appears in 1971 and 1980. In other years 
(1962, 1989, and 1998), “knowledge” and “study” categories are closely related. 
However, what is important is that three compounds (examination, education, 
and study (knowledge) compound) tend to be semi-interconnected.

Action-level findings by interpretive understanding are (1) Opportunity-
extension reform was popular in 1960s and 1970s. (2) Quality-assurance reform 
had already begun in 1980s.

Discourse-level findings by interpretive understanding are: (1) The tone of 
the articles is relatively calm, neutral, and mild, but contains a slightly negative 
portrayal of examinations. (2) The articles are relatively positive toward the 
new examination system. One reason for this is that they are based mainly on 
government announcements.

 The Times Articles on England
In England, 11 to 18 examinations include GCEs (General Certificate of 
Education) of various levels (O level, A level, AS level), GCSE (General 
Certificate of Secondary Education), CSE (Certificate of School Education), 
NVQ (National Vocational Qualification) or vocational exams, SATs (Standard 
Assessment Tests), Eleven Plus tests and so on.

Socio-cultural Network Analysis with Interpretive Understanding of The 
Times and interviews reveals that 8–15 cultural elements (examination,24 
education,25 study,26 knowledge,27 society,28 work,29 ability,30 capability,31 
potential,32 competency,33 effort,34 skill,35 aptitude,36 excellence,37 and 

24    examination, test, A level, exam, GCE, General Certificate of Education, O level, O-level, 
School Certificate

25    education, educated
26    study, learn, learning, learned
27    knowledge
28    society
29    work, labour
30    ability
31    capability
32    potential
33    competency
34    effort
35    skill
36    aptitude
37    excellence

Downloaded from Brill.com05/22/2023 07:01:20AM
via free access



20 Onaka

comparative sociology 14 (2015) 4–52

employability)38 emerged. As actor elements, 8–14 elements (government,39 
university,40 school,41 teacher,42 newspaper,43 exam board,44 parents,45 cram 
school,46 students,47 civil service,48 military,49 lawyer,50 and medical)51 emerged.

(1) The Times, 1962
In this year, an article called for abolition of GCE O level exams. For example,

The time has come when the G.C.E. Ordinary Level examination should 
be abolished, Miss L.A. Berry said in her presidential address to the annual 
conference of the Association of Assistant Mistresses in Secondary 
Schools in London yesterday (3 January 1962).

One reason for it is that

By their insistence on the importance of the G.C.E., she said, grammar 
schools had not only become prisoners of an elaborate system of exami-
nations, but were influencing the secondary modern schools (3 January 
1962).

The other reason for it is:

Since the General Certificate of Education was introduced 10 years ago 
the number of subject passes at O level has nearly doubled and at A level 
has more than doubled, according to the Ministry of Education’s annual 
report, published today (9 July 1962).

38    employability
39    government, ministry, minister, state
40    university, universities
41    school
42    headmaster, headmistress, teacher
43    editor, the times, newspaper
44    CSE Board, Delegates of local examination, Examination board, examiner, examining 

board, GCE board, Joint Board
45    father, mother, parent
46    cram
47    boy, girl, child, student, pupil
48    civil, public service
49    army, cadet, military
50    law, bar
51    hospital, medical
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Although the number of passes had doubled, but the number of colleges was 
not sufficient.

A new edition of the National Union of Teachers’ guide to university and 
college entrance published today tells the well-known story of too few 
university places for too many candidates (15 October 1962).

The entrance exam for Oxford was also problematic in this year because “The 
whole system is enveloped in mystery” (2 February 1962).

The result of socio-cultural network analysis of The Times 1962 is shown in 
Figure 6.

(2) The Times, 1971
In this year, the most important news was that

The Schools Council is to set up a central unit to conduct the research 
and development of secondary school examinations. It will be concerned 
with coordinating the feasibility and development studies needed before 
the proposed new examinations at 16 plus and 18 plus can be introduced 
and will, be responsible to a joint subcommittee of the council’s commit-
tees on first and second examinations which will oversee and direct its 
work (3 June 1971).

Because its objective was as follows:

FIGURE 6 Socio-cultural network diagram of examination related 
articles in The Times 1962.
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The council decided last year to combine GCE O level and the Certificate 
of Secondary Education (3 June 1971).

Other important news was the consideration to abolish 11 plus tests for those 
entering secondary schools. The Times reported:

Havering council is to consider a scheme for secondary school reorgani-
zation which would abolish the present 11-plus selection procedure but 
retain three grammar schools and places at direct grant and voluntary-
aided schools (26 March 1971).

There was an effort to increase GCE A passes to enter universities.

(3) The Times, 1980
In this year, the government’s decision on GCE-O level and CSE was as follows:

The Government has decided that the GCE O-level and CSE examina-
tions should be replaced by a single system for children aged 16, but with 
alternative papers offered at different levels of ability (20 February 1980).

Relating to this decision, there were discussions on the consequences of equat-
ing the results of two different systems and the amalgamations of 8 regional 
GCE boards and 13 CSE regional boards.

The head teachers were concerned about public examinations. The Times 
reported

Public examinations dominate the secondary school curriculum to an 
unhealthy extent and are in danger of becoming “educational straitjackets” 
the National Association of Head Teachers says today (22 August 1980).

(4) The Times, 1989
In this year, which is two years after the Education Reform Act of 1987, the 
reputation for education had plunged. For example,

A marked improvement in the A level grades achieved by students this 
summer has led to overcrowding on some university campuses, it was 
disclosed yesterday (23 September 1989).

The new A level was described as easier than previous tests.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/22/2023 07:01:20AM
via free access



 23Comparative Sociology of 11 to 18 Examinations

comparative sociology 14 (2015) 4–52

Mr Alan Howarth, Under Secretary of State for Education said: “We are 
being told by headmasters and others that the examination is not serving 
the most able pupils. We must listen to them.” If we decide that there is 
a problem then we would make the GCSE more stringent (20 September 
1989).

GCSE has gained a similar reputation:

The number of GCSE students achieving the top A grade in their exami-
nation results has leapt by 50 per cent compared to the numbers graded 
A at O level, which was abolished two years ago (24 September 1989).

There was also a problem of an excessive burden put on schools.

Mr John MacGregor, the Secretary of State for Education, has recog-
nized that schools need time for the reforms to bed down and has 
already delayed the introduction of teacher appraisal (“Exam Fatigue”, 
9 November 1989).

(5) The Times, 1998
In this year GCSE appeared in a different light. One reason was that the gov-
ernment introduced a “league table” that showed points by schools, by school 
districts, and by provinces. This made the results on GCSE pass rate (A*, A, B, 
C) visible. On the basis of this situation, girls’ schools received attention. For 
example

London’s two St Paul’s schools can celebrate a clean sweep of the exam-
ination league tables today, with St Paul’s Girls registering their fourth 
top place in five years of The Times GCSE ranking. The boys topped last 
week’s A-level table (5 September 1998).

Immigrants received negative attention.

Middle-class, white values are said to be failing Afro-Caribbeans, John 
O’Leary reports Ministers are perpetuating “educational apartheid” in 
schools by ignoring the needs of Afro-Caribbean boys (1 June 1998).

The result of socio-cultural network analysis of The Times 1998 is shown in 
Figure 7.
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(6) Summary of the Analysis of The Times
These network diagrams show that there are three compounds (examina-
tion, education, and study compound) again. By comparing these diagrams, 
I can also point out that the three compounds are approaching to each  
other.

Action level findings by interpretive understanding are (1) The unified sec-
ondary examination was planned already in the 1970s and come into being 
toward the end of 1980s. (2) Through that reform, the new exams called GCSE 
and AS level were introduced.

Discourse level findings by interpretive understanding are (1) The tone 
of the articles is are relatively calm, neutral, and mild, but show slightly 
negative tones. (2) The newspaper is relatively negative toward the new  
examinations.

 The Asahi Articles on Japan
In the case of Japan, 11 to 18 examinations after 1962 include examinations 
include Daigaku Nyushi (University Entrance Examination), Daigaku Nyushi 
Senta Shiken (University Entrance Examination Center Test [the Japanese 
National Center Test in Watanabe’s Article]), Kyotsu Ichiji Shiken (Common 
First-Stage Examination for Admission into National Universities), Koko 
Nyushi (Senior High School Entrance Examination), Chugaku Nyushi (Junior 
High School Entrance Examination), Noken Tesuto (Ability Assessment Test by 
the Center for Developing Abilities) and so on.

FIGURE 7 Socio-cultural network diagram of examination related articles in 
The Times 1998.
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Socio-cultural Network Analysis of The Asahi Shimbun and interviews 
reveals that 8–15 cultural elements (examination,52 education,53 study,54 
knowledge,55 society,56 work,57 ability,58 capability,59 potential, competency,60 
effort,61 skill,62 aptitude,63 and excellence)64 emerged. As actor elements, 8–14 
elements (government, university,65 school,66 teacher,67 newspaper,68 exam 
board,69 parents,70 cram school,71 students,72 civil service,73 military,74 lawyer,75 
and medical)76 emerged.

(1) The Asahi, 1962
In this year, severe entrance examination competition similar to what was in 
place before World War II was revived. Several suicides by exam-preparing stu-
dents were reported. For example

At 18th 9:30, Masaru (age 19), a preparatory school student and the 
eldest son of Mr. Tatsuo Iwanami, a painter, at 2-1 Hirai-cho, Fukagawa, 

52    Shiken, Nyushi, Juken, Testo, Kosa
53    Kyoiku
54    Benkyo, Gakushu
55    Chishiki, Gakumon
56    Shakai
57    Shigoto, Rodo
58    Noryoku
59    Senzairyoku, Keipabiriti
60    Konpitensi, Jitsuryoku
61    Doryoku
62    Ginou, Waza
63    Tekisei
64    Yushu, Takuetsu, Ekuserensu
65    Daigaku, Kotokyoiku,Tandai, Kokuritsudai, Kokkoritsudai, Shiritsudai etc.
66    Gakko, Koko, Chugaku, Kosen, Kotosenmongakko, etc.
67    Sensei, Kyoshi, Kyoyu, Kyoju, Kocho, Kyoto
68    Shimbun, Kisha, Honshi
69    Shikendantai, Noken
70    Hogosha, Oya, Haha, Chichi
71    Juku, Yobiko, Kateikyoshi
72    Gakusei, Seito, Kodomo
73    Komuin, Kanri, Kanryo
74    Gun, Hei
75    Horitsuka, Bengoshi, Shiho
76    Isha, Byoin
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Tokyo-to, committed suicide by gas in the bathroom. The family member 
found him and reported at the police station of Fukagawa (18 January 
1962).

The Ministry of Education revealed a plan to establish “Gakuryoku Noryoku 
Chosa Kenkyujo” [The Center for Developing Academic and Intellectual 
Abilities], which will conduct its own academic aptitude test for students who 
apply for national universities.

In order to improve university entrance system which is criticized as 
“examination hell”, the central education council sent a report to the 
Minister of Education to propose that the government should conduct 
a unified test to all the high school student. Ministry of Education began 
to prepare for establishing “Gakuryoku Noryoku Chosa Kenkyujo [The 
Research Institute on Academic and Intellectual Ability] (tentative 
name)” Foundation (24 October 1962).

The result of socio-cultural network analysis of The Asahi 1962 is shown in 
Figure 8.

FIGURE 8 Socio-cultural network diagram of examination related 
articles in The Asahi 1962.
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(2) The Asahi, 1971
In this year, fierce entrance examination competition continued at various 
levels: the junior high-school entrance exam, senior high-school entrance 
exam, and university entrance exam. However, no suicides were reported. 
One of the primary topics of that year was that the new Common First-Stage 
Entrance Examination was proposed by the Ministry of Education.

The second regular committee for the Association of National Universities 
has reported in the general assembly last November the entrance exami-
nation reform which enable senior high school education to recover its 
original ideal, and universities to conduct more detailed second stage 
examinations. The method for it is (1) to hold the Common First-Stage 
Examination in all the national universities. (2) to have each university 
select entrants by itself with the result of this exam, school transcript, 
and original second stage examination (20 February 1971).

Also in the level of senior high school, a new type of exam was administered. 
For example

Moshin Senior High School (Principal: Mr. Keizo Sakaida) will begin a 
new trial of entrance examination since 15th. If applicants prefer, the 
most remarkable characteristic is that the school will admit new students 
only by practical skills such as piano playing, and gymnastics and so on 
without paper test (15 February 1971).

Notably, there was notorious cheating on the entrance exam for a national 
university, in which the question sheets were stolen and sold. The news-
paper said:

Question sheets of examination sheets for National Osaka University 
and Osaka Metropolitan University stolen from a prison and sold from 
6,000,000 yen to 10,000,000 yen (7 March 1971).

This major incident was reported in a number of articles. However, unlike the 
previous year, the tone of exam related articles had become mild.

(3) The Asahi, 1980
This was the second year of Kyotsu Ichiji Shiken (Common First-Stage Entrance 
Examination), which was organized by the Daigaku Nyushi Senta (University 
Entrance Examination Center). The paper’s mood was quite mild:

Downloaded from Brill.com05/22/2023 07:01:20AM
via free access



28 Onaka

comparative sociology 14 (2015) 4–52

This is the second year of new entrance examination system, which 
was called “an unprecedentedly huge reform in the history of univer-
sity entrance examinations”. The process for executing the examination. 
The weather was fine in almost all the country, except some snowing in 
northern region (12 January 1980).

The reputation of the new exam in the first year was relatively good because 
the number of inappropriate questions had decreased. The examples of the 
original type of university entrance exams had increased. For example

Miyagi Education University which is known as entrance examination 
of “skills to express with body” recorded extraordinary competition rate 
of 8.2. The university recognized that seats are not sufficient only after 
the deadline of application. It hurried to rent a building of a private uni-
versity (4 March 1980).

The focus of discussion on excessive competition for entrance exams had 
moved away from national universities to private universities, senior high 
schools, and junior high schools. A major case of cheating on the entrance exam 
was reported at a private university, in which a professor committed a suicide.

In the midst of a huge cheating case in Faculty of Business, Waseda 
University, 15th of last months, Professor Mamoru Honda (aged 50) at 
1 Shimoshakujii, Nerima, Tokyo, committed suicide. The reason for it had 
been unclear, but the original research of the Asahi has revealed that the 
professor had met applicants, their parents, and brokers four years before 
in the season of entrance examination (19 April 1980).

Articles on exams have become supportive; e.g., interesting methods of pre-
paring for exams, comfortable hotels or midnight dinner for university appli-
cants, and so on. However, several suicides by applicants for universities and 
senior high school were reported.

(4) The Asahi, 1989
In this year, Daigaku Nyushi Senta (University Entrance Examination Center) 
was preparing the new examination (Daigaku Nyushi Senta Shiken). However, 
further reforms had been announced.

On entrance examination, Minister of Education has announced that it is 
necessary to reform fundamentally including improve the new Daigaku 

Downloaded from Brill.com05/22/2023 07:01:20AM
via free access



 29Comparative Sociology of 11 to 18 Examinations

comparative sociology 14 (2015) 4–52

Nyushi Senta Shiken (so-called new exam) from the next year, change into 
qualification exam, and abolishing it (15 March 1989).

University applicants were recognized to be at a loss because the systems 
change too often and have become too complicated.

We can find from a survey research that high school students are at a loss 
of university entrance examination systems which is notorious for “cat’s 
eye reform”. They say “I can’t understand what the new Daigaku Nyushi 
Senta Shiken is”, “I will look for jobs after graduation because I don’t want 
to study any more (15 July 1989).”

Though there were several incidents involving entrance examinations, such as 
questions sheets stolen from a famous private university or point amendments 
in some subjects of the Common First-Stage Examination, the tone of articles 
was supportive of the university entrance systems. Problems of Kokonyushi 
(senior high-school entrance exam) and Chugakunyushi (junior high-school 
exam) were focused as much as in 1980. For example

Entrance exam of private senior high school will start on 18th. That of 
metropolitan senior high school will be held on 23th. “Spring of 15-year-
olds” has entered the final stage (18 February 1989).

(5) The Asahi, 1998
In this year, which was the ninth year of the new Daigaku Nyushi Senta Shiken 
(University Entrance Examination Center Examination), the application rate 
was decreasing.

Daigaku Nyushi Senta Shiken, to which 597,000 students applied, finished 
its first day on 17th. Applying rates were under that last year in all the 
subjects (18 January 1998).

University entrance exams were not so focused, except for some mistakes or 
cheating.

The most important dispute in this year was qualification for applying for 
the national university by Korean-Japanese students. The newspaper said

“It is a grave offence to human rights that the Japanese government does 
not allow Korean School graduates to sit an entrance examination”. In 
Geneva, the association of Korean Japanese lawyer for human rights 
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(Chair: Cho-yo-fuku) will send a letter to Secretary-General of the United 
Nations for requesting research and help (21 February 1998).

Similar to 1989, excessive difficulty in exams was pointed out with regard to 
Kokonyushi (the senior high-school entrance exam) and Chugakunyushi (the 
junior high-school entrance exam). For example,

Do you know about Eru-ninyo (El niño phenomena), sixth grader? Sixty 
percents of questions on the junior high-school entrance exam are 
exceedingly difficult. (26 December 1998).

There was a report of incidents from these levels of exam. For example

A female junior high school student was stabbed in a school. A male 
junior high school student was arrested of attempted murder. He said 
that he was frustrated by entrance exam (7 December 1998).

The result of socio-cultural network analysis of The Asahi 1998 is shown in 
Figure 9.

FIGURE 9 Socio-cultural network diagram of examination related 
articles in The Asahi 1998.
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(6) Summary of the Analysis of The Asahi Articles
The network diagrams again show there are three compounds at work (exami-
nation, education, and study compounds). By comparing these diagrams, 
I can point out a gradual tendency for an interconnection among these three 
compounds.

Action level findings by interpretive understanding are as follows: (1) The 
main point of the reforms were entrance examinations, especially university 
entrance examinations. (2) In 1980, the new unified entrance examinations 
were introduced: the Common First-Stage Examination, and its successor, the 
University Entrance Examination Center Examination.

Discourse level findings by interpretive understanding are; (1) They are 
relatively scandalous (e.g., suicide, “examination hell”) but gradually become 
less scandalous. (2) They are relatively positive toward those new examina-
tion systems. The reason is not because they are based only on government 
announcements, but because The Asahi has been much engaged in examina-
tion reforms.

 Summary of Analysis of Examination-Related Articles
There is a common tendency that is revealed from analyses of newspaper arti-
cles, which shows a gradual interconnection of three components-examina-
tion, education, and study compounds. This type of diagram is labeled as the 
interconnected type.

Other results of socio-cultural network analysis and interpretive under-
standing are summarized in the Table 1.

Table 1 Summary of analysis of examination related articles

The Siamrath The Times The Asahi

Components 
(Socio-cultural 
Network Analysis)

Three (including 
“knowledge”), 
semi-interconnected

Three, became 
interconnected

Three, became 
interconnected

Action level 
(Interpretive 
understanding)

Expansion to quality 
assurance

Unification to quality 
assurance

Unification

Discourse level 
(Interpretive 
understanding)

• Calm, mild

• Negative to exam

• Positive to reforms

• Calm, mild

• Negative to exam

• Negative to reforms

• Scandalous

• Positive to 
reforms
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 Analysis of Interviews
As the summary of newspaper articles shows, the three components have a 
tendency to become interconnected in the course of time. I will select only the 
interconnected type from the interviews that I conducted and will perform a 
socio-cultural network analysis on the transcripts.

 Interviews in Thailand
The interview research in Thailand was conducted in Bangkok, City A (Northern 
Thailand), and City B (Northeastern Thailand) from 2012 to 2013, solely by the 
author in Thai. Recorded interviews were transcribed in Thai. I had opportuni-
ties to interview statesmen, businesspeople, education administrators, former 
education administrators, researchers, teachers, and students. The total num-
ber was sixty-nine.

All the interview transcripts were analyzed using the same settings as those 
for The Siamrath. There are some interview transcripts that show the intercon-
nected type of diagram.

(1) Mr. TA
Mr. TA is a manager of the Office for National Educational Standard and Quality 
Assessment. The socio-cultural network diagram of his interview appears in 
Figure 10:

FIGURE 10 Socio-cultural network diagram of Mr. TA interview 
transcript.
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He made a comment on the notion of ability as follows:

Interviewer: In those four areas, if you use the word or term on ability, 
what do you use?
Mr. TA: “Samatthana (competency).”
Interviewer: “Samatthaphap (efficiency)” or “samatthana” which is 
related to body?
Mr. TA: “Samatthaphap”. You know very well./ . . . / . . . 
Interviewer: And virtue for society?
Mr. TA: They should, I think, measure mentality for public. This can be 
called social responsibility. This is public mentality. This is what should 
be one of the center of 21 Century.77

As this transaction shows, his view was entirely different from education 
administrators. He emphasized the notion of social responsibility rather than 
skill/ability/competency concepts.

Regarding examination, he mentioned as follows:

Before mentioning about Entrans, ONET, and VNET. I need to add expla-
nation on quality assurance all the country. Previously, it was percentile. 
It means that if you got 50%, you can pass. Later, they began to use credit 
system. . . . If you ask if it is good or not, there are both sides. This is the 
present situation of Thailand. . . . I think percentile is better. Because if 
less than 50% you can learn further . . . (However, in credit system), all 
the students will pass after the supplementary examination. This is a 
weak point of the credit system, this has an influence. This is the root of 
problems.

In summary, in contrast to education administrators, he emphasized social 
responsibility rather than ability. Accordingly, he was critical about the exami-
nation system of school subjects, NET and NT and was supportive of the old 
percentile system of subjects.

(2) Mr. TB
Mr. TB is both a teacher and vice-president for one of the most prestigious and 
traditional universities in Thailand. The socio-cultural network diagram of his 
interview appears in Figure 11.

77    Interview with Mr. TA on January 10th., 2013 at his office of the Office for National  
Educational Standard and Quality Assessment in Bangkok.
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He was relatively young for the manager of this type of university. He had expe-
rience as the chairman of student union in 1970s. He explained the changes of 
the notion of ability as follows:

I have to tell you about the overview of Thailand. Our Thai education has 
been input-based education. This emphasizes input – that is knowledge. 
They only input knowledge into students. . . . However, we are beginning 
to change from input to outcome. I mean, we set phonlap (outcome) 
first. Phonlap means outcome of objectives. We set what we need first. . . . 
According to it, the method of learning is to use activity based learning.78

This means that some teachers in this university, including Mr. TB, are under-
taking outcome-based learning; a keyword for it is skill.

Mr. TB criticized the questions on the ONET.

78    Interview with Mr. TB on February 28th., 2013 at his office of the university in Pathum 
Thani.

FIGURE 11 
 Socio-cultural network diagram of 
Mr. TB interview transcript.
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It measures memory. Compare ONET and PISA. PISA measure thinking. 
PISA measures outcomes. The purpose of measures by PISA measure 
to see if you can practice (tham pen) Mathematics, when you learned 
Mathematics.

Regarding a new scheme by several universities using seven special tests and 
“clearing house”, he mentioned that:

This has begun just recently. Faculty of Law of our university still holds 
examinations for ourselves. I think that it is very good to do like this if we 
think selfishly. However, this is harmful for Thailand.

In summary, he had his own progressive view on education, which is called 
“outcome-based education.” Its key concept is “skill.” He was critical of ONET, 
because it focuses on memory and input-based learning. However, he was 
more critical of present direct admissions by each university, from the view-
point that such policies were bad for the country as a whole.

(3) Ms. TC
Ms. TC is a vice principal of Secondary School D, which is a relatively new 
school, located in a large city of Northeast Thailand. The socio-cultural net-
work diagram of her interview is shown in Figure 12.

FIGURE 12
 Socio-cultural network diagram of Ms. TC 
interview transcript.
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She spoke about the notion of ability as follows:

If we mention about the year 2503(1960), the education in Thailand 
stressed three aspects: prutwisai (behavioral capacity), cognitive affec-
tive and psychomotor. . . . In 2512(1979), it was like in old days, they 
emphasize chariyatham (moral), kunnatham (virtue), kunngamkhwam-
dii (goodness). . . . Education Law has passed in 1999. In this law, subjects 
were added for quality assurance . . . In 2008, the term “samatthana (com-
petency)” in 5 areas has entered. There are characters as it has been, too.79

She had a good grasp of various official concepts on ability and could histori-
cally explain them. On the methods of examination, she made these following 
comments:

Ms. TC: In my personal opinion, I say personal, every questions in exami-
nations are not inclusive of competency yet. Not yet. Because there are 
restrictions in making questions by paper. If you need to see if pupils 
have competencies or not, we have to see real behavior. There have to be 
examining teams. . . . . 
Interviewer: If you need to see the actual behavior, which do you use, GPA 
or interview?
Ms. TC: Interview is better.

She understood the problem of paper tests in assessing competencies.
In summary, she very well understood the official notions of ability or com-

petency, including their historical background. She was also insightful on the 
methods for assessing competencies.

(4) Ms. TD
Ms. TD is an executive of the Thai Chamber of Commerce and a vice-president 
of the university owned by the organization.

The socio-cultural network diagram of her interview appears in Figure 13.
Ms. TD talked about the concept of ability as follows:

Ms. TD: We might rather emphasize skill than capability. Because skills 
have to be used very well in the actual conditions or something like that.
Interviewer: In the actual conditions?

79    Interview with Ms. TC on February 8th., 2013 at Secondary School D in Khon Kaen, 
Thailand.
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Ms. TD: Yes. For example, in the case of teaching English, English which is 
taught in universities and schools in Thailand, is mainly based on litera-
ture. In our university, we think that English has to be used in the actual 
situation.80

She has been in charge of programs and has done the following:

We have made efforts to have opportunities to practice various jobs. But, 
as the form of coursework, we are offering courses titled: Professional 
Internship and Cooperative Study. They are opportunities for our stu-
dents to practice jobs, or there are also various projects.

In summary, she had a notion of ability which emphasizes practical skills, and 
she actually has managed the programs titled “professional internship” and 
“cooperative study,” which provides opportunities to practice jobs in the same 
way that vocational education does.

80    Interview with five persons including Ms. TD on August 28th., 2013 at The Thai Chamber 
of Commerce in Bangkok.

FIGURE 13 Socio-cultural network diagram of Ms. TD interview 
transcript.
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(5) Summary of Analysis of Interviews in Thailand
In the case of Thailand, the interconnecting type of diagram can be seen in 
mapping the interviews of an education administrator (Mr. TA), a university 
teacher (Mr. TB), and a business organization executive (Ms. TD). Most high 
school teachers except Ms. TC do not show this trend of the interconnecting 
program.

 Interviews in England
This research group conducted interview research on examinations that 
focused on the concept of ability. The interviews were completed from 2011 
to 2013 in London, City C (North East England), and City D (East of England). 
We interviewed statesmen, businesspeople, education administrators, and 
researchers. The total number was twenty five.

All the interview transcripts were analyzed according to the same settings 
as those for The Times. I found the interconnected type in some cases. First, a 
statesman showed the diagram of this type.

(1) Mr. EA
Mr. EA is a Member of Parliament and the Labour Party and had been a mem-
ber of the Education Committee.

The socio-cultural network diagram of his interview is shown in Figure 14.

FIGURE 14 Socio-cultural network diagram of Mr. EA interview 
transcript.
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Mr. EA began to talk and made this brief comment

Right, in advance, I mean, I think that one of things that I would see in 
the outset is – is that the questions that you have – you have asked relate 
very strongly to the word ‘ability’ in – in the English translation and I 
think that it isn’t just about ability it’s also about aptitude.81

He thought the term “ability” was biased and that “aptitude” was more suitable.
About the concept of “skill,” he said:

And I think – I think vocational skills are important. But at the same time, 
I think it’s important to understand what is more avail some schools to 
give youngsters qualifications in particular subjects.

Though mentioning vocational skills, he emphasized other skills as well.

I mean I think I can – I think I know what I am getting at. It’s a bit like at 
discretion . . . of the CBI, you know, the functional skills, you know, the 
ability to think, you know, the ability to work out problems and the prob-
lem solved.

Thinking skills, communication skills, problem-solving skills are “functional 
skills,” which are partially similar to the CBI, though he was somewhat critical 
about what the CBI was introducing. He was also critical about the view on 
education of the former government.

And – and one of the criticisms that I would have of the previous gov-
ernment was that I think that they had what I would describe as a fairly 
utilitarian attitude towards education, you know, you know it’s about pro-
ducing units for the labor market as opposed to producing well rounded 
human – human beings and I think that’s very dangerous. And so, I per-
sonally want to see a much more rounded education where youngsters 
not just prepare for work but prepare for life.

That is, the former government was too utilitarian. He wanted to promote edu-
cation for life.

In summary, he criticized the concept of “ability,” or the CBI policy from the 
“skill-based” standpoint of the Labour Party. Though he emphasized vocational 

81    Interview with Mr. EA on September 8th., 2011 at his office in Westminster, London.
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skills, however, he admitted that his view was not so distant from that of the 
CBI on the problem of qualification and functional skills. Also, the “skill-based” 
notion was different from his own standpoint education for life.

(2) Mr. EB
Mr. EB is a policy adviser for the CBI (Confederation of British Industry), the 
largest business organization in the United Kingdom. He talked carefully to 
meld the opinion of CBI with his own.

He emphasized the importance of math and science as follows:

We always say, we want young people to have good grade in maths and 
English GCSE and this is very important. But, what functional skills does 
extra is that it shows young people how academic maths, algebra, how 
if you are in a business in more practical problems – how you use the 
maths to solve more practical problems and this is very important for the 
business.82

“Functional skill” or “key skills” appeared in his statement. He explained that 
the CBI divides “functional skills” into two parts.

82    Interview with Mr. EB on September 8th., 2011 at his office of the CBI headquarter in 
London.

FIGURE 15 Socio-cultural network diagram of Mr. EB interview 
transcript.
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Well, yes because we would – yeah, – we would say if you – if I said, func-
tional skills to a business, he would understand functional skills means 
literacy, it means practical literacy, practical numeracy. Employability 
skills in UK they sometimes called it soft skills.

That is, “literacy” and “functional skills” are separated. “literacy” is actually 
“practical literacy” and “practical numeracy,” “employability” falls into the cat-
egory of “soft skills” in other words.

He named three ways to nurture soft skills. The first is work experience, the 
second is extracurricular activities, and the third is participatory lessons. In his 
interview, he spoke from the viewpoint of management or the government. 
However, he spoke from the position of schools.

In summary, Mr. EB defined “ability” as both “competence” and “skill.” This 
“skill” was divided into literacy and employability. The former corresponds to 
practical literacy/numeracy/academic knowledge (science and foreign lan-
guage are included in it). The latter corresponds to soft skills. He sees all of 
them from the viewpoint of business. Schools are regarded as a place that pro-
vides soft skills.

(3) Mr. EC
Mr. EC is an acting head of the Learning and Children group of the council of 
City A in North East England.

FIGURE 16 Socio-cultural network diagram of Mr. EC interview 
transcript.
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His ideas about ability are as follows:

I think, from my point of view our schools are very, very keen to create 
young people that are creative, that are able to be innovative. And part 
of that I think that’s the flexibility – in other words, they are not being 
created for a certain job; they’ve got a whole host of skills, whether they 
are basic skills like reading and writing, but also good interpersonal skills, 
being able to self-motivate.83

He emphasized creativity, flexibility, and good interpersonal skills as abilities. 
He mentioned about the method to develop these skills as follows:

The thing to say also – I don’t know the situation is in Japan, but our 
schools are pretty independent. Some schools will have a greater focus on 
a problem-based learning approach, and others will be most traditional.

He was referring to “problem-based learning.” On examination he said the 
following:

Interviewer: You mentioned about the creativity or decision-making or 
that kind of ability. How do you think – do you think we can measure 
that kind of . . . 
Mr. EC: To measure . . . 
Interviewer: ability, creativity.
Mr. EC: I think it’s really difficult . . . 
Interviewer: Difficult.
Mr. EC: Massively difficult. I don’t know – I don’t know that one.
Interviewer: Maybe you mean GCSE or A level can’t measure, is not a 
measure of . . . 
Mr. EC: It can’t, but in the nature of our exams – the way our questions are 
asked in a lot of our exams now, children have to show the ability to apply 
their knowledge. It’s not just – it’s not just remember the date of this or 
remember the date of that. A lot of it was this situation and you had to 
apply knowledge.

83    Interview with Mr. EC on September 2nd., 2013 at his office in the council of city C.
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He thought that it was very difficult to measure creativity or problem-solving 
ability with the present-day exams, though they emphasize how to apply 
knowledge.

In summary, he thought that creativity or flexibility was important as ability 
and made much of problem-solving as the method of education. However, he 
said that these abilities could not be measured by GCSE or A level.

(4) Summary of the Interviews in England
In summary, the interconnected type of socio-cultural network diagrams (i.e., 
interlinked examination, education, and study compounds) was observed in 
three categories: statesman (Mr. EA), businessman (Mr. EB), and education 
administrator (Mr. EC).

 Interviews in Japan
The interview research in Japan was conducted by the same research group in 
2013. We interviewed statesmen, businesspeople, and education administra-
tors a total of five people.

All the transcripts were analyzed with the same settings as those used for 
The Asahi. The interconnected type was found in some cases.

(1) Mr. JA
Mr. JA was a manager of a chilled food company at the time of interview, and 
was an executive of the Japan Association of Corporate Executives. The socio-
cultural network diagram of his interview appears in Figure 17.

FIGURE 17 Socio-cultural network diagram of Mr. JA 
interview transcript.
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Mr. JA graduated from the department of economic geography of a public 
university.

As a whole, I would like to say that I believe that high school graduate 
must have ability to behave properly as a self-made man. Talking about 
the world, 18 years old is more popular than 20 years old as the limit to 
become a grown up.84

He explained this conviction in other words as well.

I think that this kind of approach enables these people of an average level 
to feel that they innovated something in their lives. This type of country 
is excellent, I believe.

From that viewpoint, he stated that

(High School Entrance Exam or National Educational Test is) entirely 
indifferent with this ability. . . . What is most problematic is that the post-
war education lacks education of ethos which we had in pre-war period.

He indicated the importance of Confucian education and mentioned a book 
written by Kawai Eijiro before the World War II. This is related to his view of 
the future:

What is most important in this “state and county” system is not to lower 
the living standard of each persons. Now they are propagating continu-
ous growth based on centralization to Tokyo. However, this will produce 
a large number of victims. It will become impossible for most of people 
to protect sufficient income. My question for them is, “Is it really good 
society or not?”

He proposed his own idea of examinations for university entrance.

For example, (it will be a good question) of proposing the revitalizing 
measures for a street full of closed shops. Some applicants will think a 
lot of methods for it. Others might think that it is better to reorganize 
the street into other purpose. There will be a number of problems, around 
a street.

84    Interview with Mr. JA on June 10th., 2013 at his office of the company head office in Tokyo.
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In summary, Mr. JA. emphasized the ability to innovate that is required of ordi-
nary people and connected it with the image of special schools. It is applicable 
on the university level, where he demanded that students should concen-
trate on particular disciplines. In his opinion this is related to the education 
of ethos. However, it is different from the view on “innovation”. In the case of 
Mr. JA, people of 50% level have to be innovative in order to earn their living, 
which is different in academic knowledge. Mr. JA understood the importance 
of being fascinated with academic disciplines.

(2) Mr. JB
Mr. JB is a manager of one of the largest electric companies in Japan, and is also 
a manager of the Japan Federation of Economic Organization. He graduated 
from the Faculty of Engineering of a large national university in Japan.

The socio-cultural network diagram of his interview appears in Figure 18.
He began his interview with the following comment:

I have no complaint on abilities of the Japanese overall, in other words, 
of the people of middle level. However, we lack people of the leader level. 
Strong will which lead the all is lacking, be that politics or be that man-
agement. Maybe it is the case with university, too.85

85    Interview with Mr. JB on July 5th., 2013 at his office of the company head office in Tokyo.

FIGURE 18
 Socio-cultural network of Mr. JB interview 
transcript.
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Throughout the interview, he emphasized this education of “elite.”
In a previous interview, he told a story of the “last man”86 who saved the cus-

tomers of a hijacked airplane. The interviewer asked the difference between 
the “last man ship” and overall knowledge on liberal arts. He answered

I think that those two are related in deepest level. It is only one who is 
questioning “What is history?”, “What is philosophy” or “why we have to 
live” that can face, not the daily works but that kind of greatest risk.

He exemplified this type of a leader by referring to Margaret Thatcher and the 
founder of his company, who began the company with only 100 engineers 100 
years ago. Regarding the university entrance examination, he emphasized the 
importance of “interview” as follows:

It is difficult to decide whether to accept or not only by examination 
results. Say, talking, facing, seeing vitality, but (Laughs) not a false show 
of vitality. We have to see human power.

In summary, Mr. JB emphasized the education of the elite who have a high 
level knowledge and motivation and who should receive a broad liberal arts 
education. Examinations for entrance into such program should be selection, 
both paper tests and interviews.

(3) Ms. JC
We interviewed Ms. JC, an education administrator. She is now a researcher 
at the National Institute for Educational Policy Research: however, previously, 
she had conducted many research studies as a technical officer of the Ministry 
of Education.

The socio-cultural network diagram of her interviews appears in Figure 19:

86    The meaning of “last man” here is not the same as Nietsche’s “last man (der Letzte 
Mensch)” which means the antithesis of the imagined superior being. Contrary, it means 
a person which takes all the responsibilities in the situation of crisis.
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With regard to the notion of ability, she emphasized the notion of “capability” 
of Amartya Sen.

What is attained is equality by luck egalitarianism. We have to see if 
quasi-market is effective or not for equality by capability approach. This 
term “senzainoryoku” is a translation for “capability” which the first trans-
lator used and so do I. However, it contains the term “noryoku (ability)”. 
That might have lead to misunderstanding.87

From this viewpoint, she proposed the following policy:

In short, even in the compulsory education level, it is difficult to say that 
every children are educated similarly. For that reason, there can be sub-
sidies. In fact, the voucher for out-of-school education has been initiated 
by local governments and NPOs. It is necessary to research the effective-
ness of this policy.

Regarding abilities expected of university graduates, she said:

I think that liberal arts is very important for constructing broad perspec-
tives. However, I am doubtful if the faculty of liberal arts, for example, 

87    Interview with Ms. JC on July 31., 2013 at her office of the National Institute for Educational 
Policy Research in Tokyo.

FIGURE 19
 Socio-cultural network of Mr. JC 
interview transcript.
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Komaba of Tokyo University really provides this opportunities or not. It 
felt that we can have more in the professional faculty, for example, the 
faculty of economics. I am really interested in the discipline.

On the basis of this viewpoint, she made these comments on university 
entrance examination as follows:

Because it is not what I have researched, it is only my own personal com-
ments. There are various kinds of universities, and admissions. For exam-
ple, there is an admission by recommendation by sports. . . . However, 
I think that the subjects which almost all pupils take are most impor-
tant. For example, 5 main subjects will do. It might be comments not by 
professionals.

In summary, she supported rather orthodox notions of abilities through a 
“capability approach”, and was critical about new notions. She supported 
rather orthodox type rather than new types of examination.

(4) Summary of Analysis of Interview in Japan
In Japan, the interconnecting type of diagram can be seen of statesman, busi-
nessman, and research education administrator. However, their views on edu-
cation were quite different from each other.

 Summary of Interviews
These results are summarized in the Table 2 below.

Table 2 Distribution of interviews of interconnected type

Thailand England Japan

Statesman Mr. EA
Education administrator Mr. TA Mr. EC Ms. JC
Business people Ms. TD Mr. EB Mr. JA, Mr. JB
High school teacher Ms. TC
University teacher Mr. TB, Ms. TD
Academic Ms. JC
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This table shows that first, the new type of understanding about examinations 
can be observed in various types of people. Second, education administrators 
and businesspeople tend to show this type of understanding.

 Discussion

I have proposed findings through a comparative research based on primary 
data (newspaper and interviews) and socio-cultural network analysis with 
interpretive understanding based on various streams of comparative sociology 
and studies of examinations.

The findings are as follows:

1. These results demonstrate that socio-cultural network analysis with 
interpretive understanding can provide a basis for discussion encom-
passing different periods, different countries, and different data sources. 
They shows that there are three groups of nodes: “the examination, edu-
cation, and study compounds.”

2. Socio-cultural network analysis on examination-related articles provides 
the result that various concepts of ability usually have close relations 
neither to the examination compound nor to education compound, but 
only to study compound. This means that ability is not necessarily related 
to examinations. It shows that Amano’s (1983) definition of examination 
as “the technology to objective measurement of ability” is not always 
valid. It is an observation effective on special occasions or as a pragmatic 
slogan.

3. On the other hand, Onaka’s (1989) alternative definition, “examination 
as a ritual”, which emphasizes symbolic construction by examinations, 
which is also not always valid as well. Rather, a better definition would be 
”examination as a socio-cultural network,” or more precisely, “examina-
tion as a socio-cultural network made up of examination, education, and 
study compounds.”

4. These analyses also reveal that there is a process toward similar diagrams, 
i.e., the diagram in which three compounds are interconnected. This 
might imply that the diagram is characteristic to examination of recent 
times.

5. This interconnection can be observed in the quality-assurance type of 
examinations after the 1980s (e.g., ONET in Thailand; SATs in England), 
which intend to work as a device to improve the quality of both edu-
cation and learning. Foucault (1975) stated that examinations reversed 
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upward gazes to kings in the Middle Ages to downward gazes to soldiers 
in the Modern Ages. However, this quality assurance examination reveals 
bi-directed nature of examinations rather than one directed in Foucault’s 
statement, because the quality assurance examinations combine the 
upward gazes of students, parents, and communities to schools, universi-
ties, education districts, local governments through publication of results 
in newspapers, journals or the Internet and the downward gazes of the 
latter to the former.

6. In this article, we analyzed interview transcripts that showed the inter-
connecting type of socio-cultural network diagram. These analyses 
revealed that various types of stakeholders reflect this type. However, 
what is most interesting is that those who have “progressive” ideals (a 
belief in social responsibility, activity-based education, problem-based 
learning, or the capability approach), such as education administra-
tors, and businesspeople tend to map this type of diagram. This process 
of reflection leads to a prediction of the future of examinations in these 
areas: convergence of progressive ideals and business.
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